On Formation
[image: image1.jpg]


Guardian’s Guideline







April 29, 2008

FOUNDATIONS
1. God designed each and every human being with an inherent, natural desire to seek Him, to “return home,” so to speak – to reconnect with God.  He then placed each one of us in a unique situation that might encourage us to make the journey.  As we read in Acts 17, “From one ancestor He made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and He allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they should live, so that they would search for God and perhaps strive for Him and find Him – though indeed He is not far from each one of us.”
2. Not far indeed!  In John 14 we learn that His Spirit of truth abides in us, “and He will be in you.”  In verse 20 Jesus says, “I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you.”  This is where this aspect of the Kingdom of God can be found!  (Luke 17:20ff)
3. “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect.”  (Romans 12:2)  Formation, then, is the pilgrimage from our head (this world) to the heart (the abode of Our Father).  It is a short distance from the head to the heart, but it can occupy one’s entire life’s journey.  It is when we actually enter the realm of the heart that we become “transformed,” and become the special individual that God made us and meant us to be.  
4. We can say, therefore, that there are really two aspects to formation: one is our “awakening,” the renewing of our minds, which is a universal purpose for everyone, and the other aspect is our “manifestation,” or becoming what we were truly meant to be.  Personal manifestation is very special and unique to each person, since God made us all quite different, and for good reason.  We must awaken to the Presence of God within us, and then fulfill our destiny.  To do this is to glorify God in the best way possible.
5. A formation experience needs to help the individual to both “awaken” to the Presence of God and to realize who one is so that God can fully manifest Himself in all forms and variety.  In a sense, we are helping Him complete His creation by being who He meant us to be.  Formation experiences will certainly have some common elements, but, for the most part, must be highly individualized.
THE PERSON IN HARMONY
6. The human being is both “human” and “being.”  We are a blend of body, mind and soul.  The body is a form that allows us to live and function in this worldly realm.  It is designed to eventually wear out and dissolve.  While it is active, it influences and shapes the mind through instincts, hormones, reactions, urges, pain and deterioration.  
7. The mind is a great “thinking tool” given to us to sort through our external environment and internal experiences of thoughts and perceptions.  Sometimes referred to as the “ego,” this part of us chooses and directs our behavior to fulfill our needs.  It creates our “self-structure” by which we “see ourselves.”  As we will see later, this ego can sometimes become dysfunctional and gain control of our lives.

8. The “soul” is the essence of the person.  This is the part that was individually crafted by the hand of God in a unique and special way.  It could be viewed as the “software” of a computer, very different from all other software with its individual combination of 1’s and 0’s.  Not much happens with that software until power is sent through it.  The power is from the Holy Spirit.  In a healthy person, the soul becomes aware of the mind as a separate tool, and directs what happens in the mind. 
9. The Holy Spirit is the power that brings the soul to life.  It is the energy that drives every one of us.  It is the breath of life that lets us be who we were meant to be.  Romans 8:9 – The Spirit of God dwells in you.  So, we have both a soul and a spirit.
10. In a healthy person, the body, mind and soul are in harmony.  There is a “space” between the soul and the mind so that the soul can observe what the mind is up to. The soul is aware of the mind’s thoughts and functions.  The public self displayed by the person to others is close to the real self of the soul.  The Holy Spirit flows freely through this person to the outer world in a loving manner wrapped in the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  The person is aware of the Presence of God, and can “see” the special soul in others, whether they are in harmony or under the influence of a dysfunctional ego. 

11. Persons in harmony can not be offended, or spiritually or emotionally harmed by others, nor do they have the need to harm others.  They realize that attacks by others are not from that other person’s true self, but are a product of that person’s dysfunctional ego.

12. Persons in harmony enjoy the “fruits of the spirit”: peace, joy, happiness, gentleness, patience, etc.  They tend to have more synchronistic events in their lives that mean more to them, and help them in their spiritual journey.  Healing seems to occur faster and be more complete.  Creativity is enhanced, and attachments and addictions are diminished or non-existent.   Being a person in harmony is the first goal of formation.
DYSFUNCTIONS
13. When the soul of the person begins to identify with the promptings and thoughts of the ego, the person begins to experience some dysfunction, causing disharmony within.  The space between the soul and the mind begins to fade, and can disappear altogether.  The person begins to feel “disconnected” from their true power source, God, as their ego begins to take on a life of its own and fights for survival.

14. This condition is described in the story of the Garden of Eden, where the man is first warned not to eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, for “in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”  (Genesis 2:17)  Surely, when we take on this judgmental self, and begin to assume that we know better than God, our true self does indeed die, and we become controlled by the mind, which was never meant to “call the shots.”  The dysfunctional ego has taken over, and our true selves have been veiled by it.  The child-like innocence, honesty and openness that once characterized our lives has been lost.  

15.  The creation of the dysfunctional ego comes largely through the “programming” we experience from our culture, our parents, our friends, our teachers and our marketing.  From an early point in our lives, we are taught to compare ourselves to others, to compete against and “beat” them, and to devalue ourselves if we are not thin enough or wearing the latest designer jeans.  We are rated by faulty tools, and encouraged to be more like someone else.  We praise those who succeed in this world, making idols of the wealthy and powerful.  
16. Identification of the soul with the mind is a product of our programming and ends up creating a veil made of attachments, desires, prejudices, biases, labels, fear and beliefs that block our ability to form true relationships, and that distort reality.  We begin to feel isolated and threatened by the world around us.  The ego begins to seek anything it can to survive, attacking any threats to it, and manipulating those people it finds useful to its advancement.  The dysfunctional ego consumes an immense about of energy and time.

 17. The ego develops defense mechanisms to survive and grow.  It may demand attention and recognition; it has a deep concern for what others think of it; and it tries to make an impression on others.  It may use repression, rationalization, reaction-formation, projection, or any of a number of other mechanisms to defend itself.
18. Physical health is in jeopardy to the extent that the ego is in control.  Stress increases, and there is often abuse or neglect of natural physical nutrition and interaction.  

19.  It could be argued that the definition of sin is this state of separation from the true self.  The further we are from God, the greater our state of “sin.”  The wages of this state of sin is indeed the death of the true self.  

FORMATION

20.  Simply put, as mentioned earlier, formation has two parts.  The first is to become “aware” of your current state of separation from your true self, and get re-connected.  The second is to allow your true self to flow out into the world in a manner that it was meant to flow.  For you to live, the dysfunctional ego must die.  

21.  Formation paths are very unique to the individual.  No two paths are the same, just as there are no two people who are the same.  We are all at different points in our lives, each experiencing a different degree of separation from the Holy Spirit.  Some are closer to the truth, some are further apart.  

HUMAN RESOURCES

22. Each member of the Community needs to have a Formation Team assisting him or her to make this pilgrimage back to the heart.    Each person on the team must have an understanding of the formation journey and must find the person wherever s/he is at and move forward from there.  Here are some of the roles that should be considered in assembling a team.  Not all may be necessary, and there may be others to consider:
· Formation Guide(s): This is a member of the Community who coordinates the formation plan of the member, and monitors progress on a scheduled basis.  These people keep the Guardian informed of formation progress.
· Formation Advisor(s): People who have agreed to be available to you to listen and offer guidance on specific issues.
· Spiritual Director: This person is trained specifically for spiritual guidance.  Every member should find a spiritual director suitable to his or her journey and meet with that person on a regular basis.
· Pastor: One’s local pastor may serve as a resource for your formation team.

· Counselors: Professional counselors can be a vital member of your team, depending on your journey.  

· Friends: People who know you that are good listeners, and encourage you to work out issues.  Good friends listen at the heart level and can offer genuine positive reinforcement.

· Support Groups: Sometimes we have a difficult issue that can be served with the help of a special 12-step group, such as AA.  These can be a great help and should not be over-looked.

PRACTICES
23. The monastic tradition is full of practices that can be used to “reconnect” with God.  A number of these are listed below.  Some of these are considered to be the core of our work as members of the Community (such as our prayer life), but we must keep in mind that these practices are not the end in themselves – they are the means to the end (reconnecting with God and diminishing the dysfunctional egoic system within us).
· Daily Offices (Morning Prayer, Noon Day Prayer, Evening Prayer and Compline).  Members of the Community are committed to offering at least one Office each day.  There is no set form for these Offices, but when we meet as a Community we will follow the Book of Common Prayer.

· Mass / Holy Eucharist.  Central to re-connecting with God, regular attendance at Mass is key to building connections to the Kingdom.  This needs to be an integral part of any formation program.
· Lectio Divina.  “Holy reading.”  This is a special form of contemplative prayer that has a rich history.  Members of the Community are encouraged to offer lectio as often as they are able.

· Centering Prayer.  A form of meditation, this prayer form has particular value in re-connecting with God.  

· Statio.  This is the pause we take between each of our activities in the course of a day.  It brings us back to the present moment, a place where the dysfunctional ego can not survive.

· Stations of the Cross. Usually a set of 14 places where we stop and reflect on the passion of our Lord.  Particularly appropriate during Holy Week, and especially Good Friday.

· Rosary.  The decades of the Rosary and the four sets of Mysteries teach us about the life of Christ.  This practice is particularly useful in bringing us into contact with Our Savior and Teacher. 

· Retreats.  Taking retreat for several days at a center designed for this purpose is refreshing and renewing.  

· Greater Silence.  Silence is one of the greatest portals to a reunion with Christ.  It can bring us more quickly into the presence of God in the present moment than many other practices.  It is more than just “not talking.”  It is moving quietly, and moving things quietly.  Focusing on this will bring our attention to the objects and bring our awareness to the forefront.
· Nature Walks.  Highly recommended for re-connecting with God.  We often forget that we are a part of nature and not above it.  As the early jazz song begs, “Get out and get under the moon!”
· Present Moment Awareness.  A very basic and important tool: consistently ask yourself these key questions:
· What is my relationship with this moment right now?  How am I feeling about it?  Why?

· Why did I react the way I did to that person just now?

· Why did I react the way I did to that situation I was just in?

Questions like these will help you to begin to separate any dysfunctional ego you may have from your true self that is asking the questions.  Often you will realize that there was an unwarranted attachment to something, or an unjustified prejudice, or a belief or label that was untrue.  As you identify these things, they will begin to dissolve before your eyes.  The dysfunctional ego can not survive in the present moment.  It wants to live in the guilt, shame and anger of the past, or the fear of the future.  
· Vessels of the Altar.  Here’s a great little technique given to us by Br. Lawrence of the late Middle Ages.  As you go through the day, whatever task you are performing: digging a ditch, performing heart surgery, or sweeping a floor, consider every tool or instrument you touch to be a sacred vessel of the holy altar.  It is a special gift of God, there to be part of a sacred act of service to someone else, serving as a conduit for the holy love of God.  Imagine yourself performing the Holy Eucharist using those tools.  Your key board, your shovel, your cup, all become filled with the Presence of God and is vibrating with His love.  
· Study.  Learn about ourselves, learn about God, and learn about others.  Study is one of our core values because it opens up new possibilities for us.
· Service to Others.  One of our core values, we serve others best by being what we were meant to be.  It might be a life of prayer!  But it could be just about anything.  It all fits into God’s design, and no one thing is more important than another.
· Health. Taking care of the main tool given to us by God, our bodies, is very important in providing good service to Him.  Learn to eat right, eat naturally, exercise appropriately, and promptly address medical issues.  

TOOLS
24. Our Community has developed a number of tools which may support your formation journey.  These have been successfully used not only by us, but by many pilgrims along the way.  Most of these are available on our web site:

· Personal Rule of Life.  All members need to develop and maintain their own Personal Rule of Life.  It is built on a standard template based on our Community Values, but other than that can be very individualized.  This is the daily roadmap that we use to guide our waking hours.  It changes over time as the member changes.
· Journaling.  While not required, this is a tool that comes highly recommended.  Reflections should be made about the day just past, either at the end of the day, or the following morning when we are more refreshed.  Some questions to ask ourselves come from the Awareness Examen:  
· How was God present for me in this day just past? What am I thankful for?

· What went well that I would like to repeat tomorrow?

· What happened today that I would like healed?

· How would I like God to be present with me tomorrow?

A review of one’s journal over time can reveal spiritual growth, as well as issues that may need to be addressed with your formation team.  Members will not be asked to surrender their journals to their formation team.
· Member Guide Discussion Planner.  This is a standard tool that should be used as the basis for the regularly scheduled discussion between the member and the Formation Guide.  Depending on the design of the member’s formation program, other questions can be used as well.  
· Study Guide Planner.  This is a good tool for most members.  It can be used to capture the short-term plan of study that is specific to the member, and will help the Formation Guide monitor progress.  
· Prayer Tracker.  If the formation team along with the member feels it would be a helpful exercise to track one’s prayer offerings to develop a discipline, than this tool can be used.
· Reading List. A reading list is being assembled and will be updated with books that have been helpful in the past to others.  We have no minimum requirements for submitting book reports to Formation Guides, but they can be an integral part of a particular member’s spiritual journey.

FORMATION PLANNING
25. Formation Guides need to understand where their charges are spiritually, and help them build a formation program that will promote their “awareness” and move them along the path to becoming who God made them to be.  We do not want to shape other people to become like us.  We must help them become who they are supposed to be.  And that has to come to them through Christ.
26. We must try not to give our charges a set of formulas to follow.  Formulas have a strong tendency to create inappropriate filters that can cause a person to lose their way.  We can point to the way, but they must walk the path themselves, and find out what works and what doesn’t.  Remember: “A finger pointing at the moon is not the moon – it is a finger.”  
27. Knowing what formation is supposed to yield, we can more safely and easily say when the person is headed in the wrong direction, and advise them so, but it is much more difficult to confidently say that they should do this or that and if they do it they will realize a specific result.  We can suggest that they try this or that, and see what the results are.  Then try something else. The life of a monastic is to fall and get up, fall and get up, fall and get up.  It is not how many times we fall that counts, but how many times we get up and try again.
28. The member’s formation team needs to listen to the member and together build a formation plan that seems appropriate.  It may be a combination of prayer and books, or retreats and walks.  It will change over time as needs change.  Choose from the Resources, Practices and Tools listed above, or find something else that may work within the boundaries of decency and safety.  The important thing is: Is the person drawing closer to the heart of Christ, shedding his or her dysfunctional ego, and becoming who they were truly meant to be?

29. A member is ultimately responsible for their own formation.  We can not “transform” anyone.  That is the work of Our Lord and Savior through the Holy Spirit.  We can only guide the person to a closer relationship with God, but that’s about it.  Transformation through formation is a gift that comes from above.

May you find your way to the heart of Christ with His help.  There you will be lovingly received and blossom into the person you were meant to be.  I beg of you to wait for me there, as I may take a bit longer to arrive.
Yours in Christ

/s/ Br. Daniel-Joseph, CTG

Guardian
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